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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how corpora and concordancing 

tools can help EFLL (Learners of English as a Foreign Language) solve specific 

linguistic problems attested in their writing through the exploration of the 

corpus CASTLE, a learner corpus. One such problem was the incorrect use of 

the verbs to recommend and to suggest. The CASTLE corpus has 462,838 

words and consists of 887 texts, collected between the years 2008 and 

2015. The texts in CASTLE are all written productions of students from the 

Degrees of English Studies and Translation and Mediation Studies at the 

University of Valencia, and their language level ranges from intermediate to 

advanced levels (see Fernández-Domínguez this volume).  

First we describe what is meant by colligation, paying attention to its 

relevance in corpus linguistics and its role in the process of learning English 

as a foreign language (EFL). Colligation draws learner’s attention to the 

lexico-grammatical patterns of words, thus optimising the learning process 
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where words cannot be conceived in isolation, but as participants of 

relational patterns. A dictionary definition of the verbs to recommend and 

to suggest and their colligational patterns follows. Finally, the analysis of 

the results obtained through the exploration of CASTLE are discussed. There 

are numerous examples of deviant uses of to recommend and to suggest 

that can be easily corrected in the light of colligational patterns. As a way to 

illustrate the usefulness of the corpus methodology in a University context, 

the article compares the results obtained with a search on both verbs 

carried out in COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English), a large 

native corpus of American English. The article proposes that students 

emulate this process as a way to learn about and correct their own errors. A 

pedagogical implication arising from this study is that the consultation of 

corpora by means of methodologies such as DDL (Data-Driven Learning) can 

be extremely useful if incorporated in EFL, since they provide students with 

instant access to a wide range of patterns of authentic native language 

samples which cannot be obtained through the consultation of grammars 

or dictionaries.  

 

2. Corpus Linguistics: Colligation 

Firth (1957/1968: 183) sees colligation as ‘the interrelation of grammatical 

categories in syntactical structure’. The term colligation is part and parcel of 

the description of lexical units, and refers to required relational 

grammatical categories (see Stubbs 2002: 87-88). When dealing with lexical 

profiles, O’Keefe et al. (2007: 14) underscore the need of knowing the 

syntactic patterns which restrict the usage of words, such as the 

prepositions a word can be followed by or its most frequent clause-
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positions if learners wish to use vocabulary adequately in order to produce 

native-like sequences (cf. Jones & Waller 2015). Colligational patterns can 

be easily discovered by examining corpus concordances closely, through the 

use of KWIC (Key Word In Context) view, where the search term always 

appears in the centre of the screen surrounded by co-text (neighbouring 

words), in a number of concordance lines. The present article follows the 

trend established by studies which focus on one particular grammatical 

category, such as Gabrielatos (2007) and Biber et al. (1998) among others. 

More particularly, this contribution illustrates how relevant colligation is in 

the usage of the verbs to suggest and to recommend.  

 

3. Colligational patterns of recommend and suggest 

Grammars classify the verbs recommend and suggest under the category of 

performatives (Collins Cobuild English Grammar 1990) which is the label 

used for a large group of verbs that perform speech acts (Carter & 

McCarthy 2006: 422) when uttered - such as advise, allow, apologise, ask, 

demand, deny, (dis)agree, forbid, insist, object, order, permit, predict, 

promise, state, suggest. Performative verbs are those that do by saying, 

that is, “people sometimes explicitly say what function their statement is 

performing” and often they do so using the first person, although they may 

also be used as reporting the words of others. Performative verbs are often 

necessary to complete tasks that demand that the student make 

recommendations or suggestions. Among those, the verbs recommend and 

suggest are often misused by students at intermediate and advance levels. 

The data in CASTLE show that EFL learners are acquainted with certain 



88 Exploring corpora to solve language problems: The case of colligation patterns 
 

colligational patterns, they make use of non-native patterns, while other 

patterns are harder to grasp and thus underused.  

3.1. Colligational patterns of to recommend 

The verb to recommend is defined as a way “to suggest that (someone or 

something) would be a good or suitable for a particular job or purpose or to 

suggest that (a particular action) should be done” (Cambridge International 

Dictionary of English 1995: 1186). The colligation patterns for the lemma 

recommend are as follows: 

 

 + object 
Can you recommend a good restaurant in Valencia 

 I can recommend it to anyone interested in this subject 
 

 + (that) + clause  
I recommend (that) he see a doctor 

I recommend (that) he should see a doctor 
I recommend (that) he sees a doctor 

RECOMMEND + -ing 
I recommend changing your internet provider 

 + object+ infin.  
Who recommended you to come here? 

 + Prepositional Object (to/for) 
Please recommend us to your friends 

I recommended her for the job 

Figure 1. Colligation patterns for recommend 

 

3.2. Colligational patterns of to suggest 

The verb to suggest is also a common choice to make recommendations. It 

is listed as having three different meanings, distributed in different entries 

in the Cambridge International Dictionary (1995: 1456-1457): 
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a. To mention (an idea, possible plan or action) for other people to 
consider 

Might I suggest a white wine with your salmon, sir? 

b. To show/ express. To communicate or show (an idea or feeling) 
without stating it directly or giving proof.  

Recent polls suggest that the government’s popularity is  
at an all time low.  

c. To produce an idea, to produce (an idea) in the mind (slightly 
formal).  

He told me a story which suggested a plot for a novel.  

The meaning explored in this article is a), i.e., to mention (an idea, possible 

plan or action) for other people to consider and its colligational patterns are 

the following: 

 + object 
Can you suggest a good restaurant in Valencia? 

 
 + (that) + clause  

 
The authors suggest (that) these activities could be enhanced with 

the support of fertilizer 
+ I suggest (that) you get in touch with him immediately 

SUGGEST + -ing 
We suggest contacting the manufacturer directly 

 + Prepositional Object (to/for) 
 

Only you can see the groups we suggest to you.  
 

Figure 2. Colligation patterns for suggest 

As observed above, the two verbs present similar colligational patterning 

but also some differences that are discussed below.  

http://www.webcorp.org.uk/live/view.jsp?query=suggest&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.macmillandictionary.com%2Fus%2Fdictionary%2Famerican%2Fsuggest
http://www.webcorp.org.uk/live/view.jsp?query=suggest&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fhelp%2F382485908586472
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4. Analysing learners’ performance in CASTLE 

The tool KWIC provides concordance screens with the unit in the centre 

surrounded by some co-text (neighbouring words) both left and right, the 

sentences being truncated. This view differs from the more conventional 

Sentence View, which focuses on examples of full sentences. Reading 

vertically in KWIC view allows the researcher to notice the most relevant 

lexico-grammatical choices for search term and its neighbouring words in 

the corpus under analysis. Most often, as in these cases, a short context, 

four words left and four words right, is enough to discover the most 

relevant lexico-grammatical patterns of the search term. Gradually getting 

acquainted with this new approach offered by the KWIC view is a 

challenging but important first step for the efficient use of corpora 

containing large amounts of data. Figure 3 below illustrates some of the 

concordances obtained when exploring CASTLE.  

 

4.1. Recommend 

An overview of the data in CASTLE in Figure 3 shows that there is a large 

number of concordance lines, hence cases in which the students use the 

colligational patterns of the verbs correctly, as in I recommend this book…, 

or I recommend visiting Sevilla, I strongly recommend reading this play to 

anyone.  
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Figure 3: Screenshot of the concordance “I ---recommend” in CASTLE 

However, there are also many examples of misuse which deserve attention. 

These respond to the following patterns: 

a. “I totally recommend”. Problem: omission of the object. 
Recommend is a transitive verb that needs an object.  

b.  “I strongly recommend it everyone”. Problem: the preposition 
“to”, introducing the indirect object is missing.  

c. “The friendly waitress recommend us their special teas”. Problem: 
the order should be “recommend” something TO someone.  

d. “I recommend to you to come to this restaurant”. Problem: The 
preposition to immediately after the verb introducing the indirect 
object is incorrect.  

Some of the errors are quite idiosyncratic, affecting individual students, and 

do not allow us to conclude that these are common errors made by 

learners. However, there is a plausible generalisation that can be made. 

When one considers all the different instances shown in the concordance 

above, it is evident that learners have difficulties in mastering the different 

colligational patterns of this verb. More striking are the concordance lines 
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in Figure 4, where the search string is I * recommend you appears to be a 

common word combination among learners in CASTLE: 

Figure 4. Screenshot of the concordance “I * recommend” in CASTLE 

Two patterns which are common here are: 

a. “I recommend you a restaurant”. Problem: it represents the case of 
misuse highlighted in the concordance above, where the order 
should be “recommend” something TO someone. This has been 
discussed above in relation to the learner’s example: “The friendly 
waitress recommend us their special teas. ” 

b. “I recommend you to go”. Problem: the pattern recommend + YOU 
+ (to) INF, may constitute a case of excessive use (or overuse) or 
even misuse, according to various sources.  

Thus it seems that these problems could be addressed below in the light of 

our consultation of native corpora in section 5.  

 

4.2. Suggest 

The screenshot below shows different meanings and the corresponding 

colligational patterns related to the use of the word form suggest obtained 

from CASTLE.  
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Figure 5. Screenshot of the concordance “suggest” in CASTLE 

There again, some concordance lines in Figure 5 show correct and incorrect 

use of the verb by learners. The problematic cases belong to of the three 

types exemplified below: 

a) “She didn’t suggest me nothing”. Problems (1) instead of she didn’t 
suggest anything (to me); (2) the order of the direct object and 
prepositional object is reversed.  

b) “I would strongly suggest them to try to explain”. Problem: learners use a 
colligational pattern inexistent in English. They should have used 
suggest that + clause as: I would suggest that they try to explain.  

c) “I suggest you asking all my friends”. Problem: the use of object you + -
ing form is deviant. Instead of I suggest (that) you ask all my friends. 
That is, only when the subject is the same, we use the -ing form as in 
I suggest taking my car instead.  

 

As illustrated by the discussion above, in order to solve the problem with 

suggest, students need to focus not only on lexico-grammatical choices but 

also in the pragmatic function behind different colligational choices. For 

example, suggest + -ing implies that the speaker does not want the reader 
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to believe that the suggestion comes from anyone in particular; it is an 

impersonal suggestion (directive) that may or may not be followed.  

 

5. Observation of the colligational patterns of recommend and suggest 
in native corpora 

One possible way to learn about the colligational features attached to the 

verbs recommend and suggest or, by the same token, to any other English 

word or word combination is to consult dictionaries of grammars. The 

drawback is, however, that due to limitations in space mainly, dictionaries 

and grammars do not always offer a sufficient number of relevant examples 

that would allow a faster comprehension of the word or expression. 

Consulting a freely accessible reference corpus, therefore, could make up 

for this deficiency.  

In this regard, as a way to contrast with the results obtained in CASTLE, 

COCA (corpus.byu.edu), a reference corpus of Contemporary American 

English of 430 million words collected between the years 1992-2000 has 

been consulted. Due to space limitations, this article focuses only on the 

four specific lexico-grammatical patterns listed below in order to illustrate 

the usefulness of this method. 

1. (I) recommend you to 

2. (I) recommend that you 

3. (I) suggest that you 

4. (I) suggest you  
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The concordance screens obtained are not only useful as a reference 

against which students can compare their own use of the verbs but also 

illustrate other colligational patterns to think about in future explorations.  

 

5.1. to recommend in COCA 

A consultation of frequencies in COCA of the sequence recommend* that 

you yields the results shown below. Please note that the use of the star 

symbol after recommend in our search will give all the instances of the 

lemma (recommend, recommends, recommended and recommending).  

A) recommend* that you  

 

B) recommend* you to 

 

Therefore, a total of 373 cases are found in COCA of the pattern 

recommend* that you. By contrast, only 9 cases of the alternative 

recommend you to. When checking these results against those in CASTLE, it 

becomes clear that learners hardly ever use the common pattern 

recommend* that you, which might have been the most standard substitute 

for recommend you to.  

A careful analysis of the concordances for I recommend (933 cases) 

manifest the existence of other interesting (and competing) colligational 

patterns. The students attention should be drawn towards the fact the 
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grammatical (colligational) features of the object and verb forms that follow 

both verbs. They could try to work out inductively the grammar rules that 

operate them.  

 

Figure 6. Screenshot of the concordance “I recommend” in COCA (corpus. byu. edu) 

 

5.2. to suggest in COCA 

A consultation of frequencies for the pattern suggest* that you, where the 

star symbol may capture all the forms of the lemma, yields these results 

 

There are 628 instances of this sequence in COCA. The sequence I suggest 

you + INF. is somewhat less frequent, with a total of 339. The results 

obtained through CASTLE indicate that learners tend to use the second 

alternative more often. Furthermore, as is the case with recommend, the 

sequence I suggest that you… is hardly ever used by students.  
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In turn, there are 2,108 examples of the bigram I suggest. Out of those, 

the sequence I suggest you, which was identified as one of the most 

problematic in CASTLE, has been given special attention.  

 
Figure 7. Screenshot of the concordance “I suggest you” in COCA 
(corpus.byu.edu) 

Since the colligational pattern of suggest offers the possibility of omitting 

that, making the students pay attention to these examples may help them 

overcome the most common mistake which is to use suggest + -ing with a 

different subject and when one specifically wants to make explicit to whom 

the suggestion is addressed to.  

 

6. Conclusion 

This article argues in favour of using corpus linguistics tools to solve specific 

problems that learners may have in relation to colligational patterns. As a 

way to exemplify it, the patterns for the verbs to recommend and to 

suggest have been explored in CASTLE, a written corpus of Spanish learner 

of English. Once their use was ascertained as problematic for them, the 
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article proposes as a possible solution to consult prestigious and freely 

accessible corpora, such as COCA, as a remedial action to solve their 

problems in an independent and effective way. As exemplified in the 

examples above, the concordance lines retrieved from COCA can help 

understand number of colligational features where learners may draw 

insightful conclusions. An important conclusion is that the parallel 

colligational sequences: I recommend that you and I suggest that you are 

underused. A second relevant conclusion is that, while they know the 

meaning of both verbs, they do not seem to master the most common 

colligational patterns, and mistakes of different types are frequent.  

It is certain that getting some expertise in the usage of corpora tools 

and the interpretation of concordances requires some guidance by 

teachers, but after a brief period of training, corpora tools may become 

crucial to have in-depth knowledge of a very large number of linguistic 

problems at all levels, and more particularly at advanced stages in language 

learning.  

 

7. Now it’s your turn! How can I learn about the verbs recommend and 
suggest? 

A crucial point about the exploration of concordances in Data-Driven 

Learning (DDL) activities is that students attempt to reach conclusions 

about usage through their own autonomous observation and analysis. 

However, both selection and interpretation stages are not easy tasks. For 

example, it may be difficult to interpret initial frequencies, and contrasts 

between frequencies when facing possible rival patterns. In such cases, it is 
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convenient to pay attention to and learn about the most common patterns 

of use.  

Naturally, corpora do not speak, and do not give rules. Conclusions 

should be entirely grounded on your own findings after a careful 

interpretation of the results obtained for to recommend and to suggest. So 

first, observe the concordance lines included in this article very carefully 

and see what patterns emerge from there.  

Secondly, check the syntactic rules we provided you with earlier, and 

any other grammar rule/s you believe may be relevant. Always bear in mind 

that you should focus on specific meanings, and not to “words” in an 

abstract sense. Therefore, focus on the meanings explored here and 

attempt to reconstruct their colligational pattern(s). Finally, note down 

differences and similarities between the colligational patterns provided by 

the grammars and dictionaries you have consulted and those which come 

from your own observation. It is also a good idea to illustrate each pattern 

with one or two examples taken from your own exploration of COCA.  
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